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Throughout the month of August, Guatemala was gripped by large-scale demonstrations and
work stoppages protesting the government's economic policies. Principal organizer of the protests
was the Labor and Popular Action Union (UASP), an umbrella group comprised of 14 union
confederations, peasant organizations and student associations. The UASP began with progressive
work stoppages on Aug. 8, culminating in a general strike beginning Aug. 22. In late July, the
government announced several economic policy changes including devaluation of the quetzal to
2.70 per US dollar; removal of price controls on sugar; an increase in bank interest rates; and, fuel
price hikes (regular and premium gasoline, 8%; diesel, 38%; and propane, 72%). Commerce Director
General Arnoldo Castillo said the new measures would provoke general price level inflation of no
more than 8%. The UASP demanded that the government annul the fuel price hikes; reestablish
price controls on basic goods and services; and, comply with the terms of an agreement finalized
on March 8. A chronology of events and a background summary appear below. July 28: Before
the new economic measures went into effect, 30,000 persons demonstrated in Guatemala City.
Aug. 3: The UASP announces its decision to launch a general strike, after a series of progressively
longer work stoppages. Aug. 4: In Guatemala City, six columns of demonstrators approach the
downtown area, converging in front of the National Palace. The crowd was estimated at 40,000.
Five secondary students were arrested by the National Police. Aug. 5: The arrests of the previous
day provoke student protests. The protesters reportedly set fire to the principal entrance to the
Legislative Palace. Shortly after noon, barricades had been erected, a bus was destroyed, and
traffic jams paralyzed the capital city. The five students were released. Aug. 8: Work stoppages
of one hour, organized by the UASP, begin. Aug. 11: More than 100,000 persons demonstrated in
Guatemala City and in six department capitals demanding the reestablishment of price controls on
basic goods and services, and annulment of the fuel price increases. Aug. 13: By this date, protests
had spread to 14 of Guatemala's 22 departments. In an announcement broadcast on national radio
and television, President Vinicio Cerezo said fuel prices would be reduced by 10 centavos. The
strikers rejected the government's response, claiming that the reduction was inadequate and that
Cerezo had ignored all other demands. Aug. 15: By this date, work stoppages had spread to 20
departments, and several new trade unions and public employee groups joint the protests, including
many that are not affiliated with the UASP. Examples were the Guatemalan Education Workers
Union (STEG), the Federation of Bank and Insurance Employee Unions (FESEBS), the Finance
Ministry employees union, the National Electricity Institute (INDE) union, and the union of mail
and telecommunications employees (General Directorship of Mail and TelecommunicationsGUATEL). INDE and GUATEL union leaders told reports that many union members had received
death threats and others were being followed by "unidentified persons." Aug. 18: The government
announced that the work stoppages called by the UASP were illegal, and public employees
would be dismissed. Employees of the Finance Ministry and another five of the government's 14
ministers were participating in the work stoppages. By the third week of August, anti-riot police
had occupied the Finance Ministry building, while soldiers surrounded other public buildings.
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Aug. 22: The general strike organized by the UASP began, observed in Guatemala City and all 22
departments. UASP leader Juan Alfaro said that he hoped the government would not resort to
"extreme measures," since the strikers could react by cutting off essential services such as gas and
electricity. Approximately 1,000 soldiers equipped with machine guns and hand grenades appeared
on the streets in Guatemala City to participate in what Army officers declared were "routine
exercises." Aug. 23: President Cerezo threatened to initiate dismissals of striking state employees.
As of early September, Cerezo had announced a detailed response to the UASP: 1) establishment
of a wage policy based on productivity incentives for private sector workers; 2) construction of two
highways to generate new jobs; 3) attempts to control price speculation via dialogue with those
responsible, and the establishment of price ceilings for several basic goods and services, including
sugar and public transportation; and, 4) calling on the National Reconciliation Commission
to initiate a national dialogue on means to resolve the nation's economic problems. Cerezo's
offers were rejected by the UASP. In 1987, Cerezo announced a tax reform which precipitated a
confronation with CACIF, the Guatemalan private sector's principal business organization. Months
earlier, toward ending a strike by public employees led by the Finance Ministry workers' union,
Cerezo engineered a series of compromises and reached an agreement with the strikers. When the
president faced off with CACIF, the public employee unions articulated their firm support of the
new tax measures. In December 1987, INDE announced a "temporary adjustment" in electricity
rates. The Attorney's Office for Human Rights asserted that the rate hikes constituted a violation
of human rights. CACIF protested that after Nicaragua, Guatemala would have the highest-priced
elecricity in Central America. The strongest opposition to the electricity price change derived from
private and public employee unions, since the rate hike was accompanied by "price liberalization"
for two basic food commodities. The UASP was created in December as a means to organize protests
and apply pressure on the government. Beginning on Feb. 3, a high-level commission representing
the government began negotiations with the UASP. At this time, an agreement was established on
a temporary suspension of the electricity rate adjustment. Negotiations on other issues resumed
on Feb. 16, and continued until March 8, when agreements were reached on economic, energy,
agrarian, social welfare and human rights policies. The government also made a commitment to
carry out reforms aimed at reducing or eliminating corruption. The economic measures announced
in late July, said UASP, made evident the government's lack of interest in complying with the March
8 agreements. Since the government had violated the agreements, said UASP, its members were
not required to continue fulfilling their own commitments, which effectively can be summarized as
refraining from strike and work stoppage mobilization. Guatemalan and foreign observers point out
that President Cerezo's government is confronted with a serious economic crisis, and must make
a choice between seeking to comply with demands by foreign creditors or domestic business and
workers. At present, Guatemala's fiscal revenues and foreign exchange reserves are in decline,
capital flight has resumed, and foreign creditors are concerned about payment arrearages. The
government has responded to the fiscal problem by cutting expenditures. Recently an International
Monetary Fund mission spent two weeks in Guatemala City to review austerity policies and national
economic performance. President Cerezo's administration is currently negotiating an agreement
with the IMF to obtain stand-by credits of up to $126 million. According to the Fund, GDP growth
for 1988 is estimated at 4%, while Guatemala may achieve 5.5% to 6.5% growth in 1989. If the
government fails to continue implementation of adjustments considered necessary by the IMF, it
stands to lose access to credit from the World Bank and the Inter-American Development Bank.
(Basic data from El Dia (Mexico), 08/13-23/88, summarized by Guatemala Health Rights Support
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Project, Washington DC; 09/06/88 news bulletin, Regional Coordination for Economic and Social
Research of Central America and the Caribbean-CRIES, Managua)
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